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Chair’s Report 

Professor Cliff Hague OBE 
Chairman of Council 

 

The Cockburn Association–  
a vital voice in Edinburgh 
The period since our last Annual Report 
has demonstrated why, 145 years after 
its foundation, the Cockburn Association 
continues to be essential. Lord Moncrieff 
addressing the inaugural meeting in June 
1875 spoke of the need for “a watchful 
eye… to take care that in all quarters 
those treasures of romantic scenery… 
should be protected and respected.” 
Those whose footsteps we follow may 
now seem distant, but their words have 
resonance in Edinburgh today. 

Major developments 

The autumn of 2018 was dominated by 
the long public inquiry into the proposed 
hotel development at the old Royal High 
School that had twice been refused plan-
ning permission and listed building con-
sent. The Cockburn was a prominent 
objector to the hotel. Our Director, Terry 
Levinthal, spent many weeks preparing 
and presenting our case. Successful 
crowd funding enabled us to benefit 
from the services of an advocate. We still 
await the determination of the appeal by 
the Scottish Government.  The hotel in-
dustry reported an over-supply of bed-
spaces recently and is now struggling 
with the collapse of occupancy due to 

the Coronavirus/Covid-19. It is therefore 
even harder to see any justification to 
approve this proposal. 

The Association has attended many 
stakeholders meetings for the develop-
ment of West Princes Street Gardens 
proposed by the Ross Development 
Trust, called The Quaich Project. We 
have worked closely with the City Centre 
Community Councils and agreed a com-
mon position that whilst elements of the 
emerging proposals are supportable, the 
sheer quantum of development for the 
replacement bandstand, amphitheatre 
and associated facilities is not. A 5-6,000 
seat concert venue is not consistent with 
a public garden much valued for its tran-
quillity and green space.  

Tree felling in East Princes Street Gar-
dens (photo on front of this report) to 
make way for a reformed pedestrian 
access route as part of the National Gal-
lery extension project (which the Cock-
burn supported) was highly controver-
sial, not least because of the immediate 
squatting on the site of an enlarged 
Christmas Market in October 2018.  Pub-
lic concern turned into outrage when, in 
October 2019, the Cockburn exposed the 
fact that the Market was proceeding 
without planning permission. This trig-
gered a long period of media interest in 
issues surrounding the case and its after-
math, in all of which the Cockburn has 
figured prominently. 

The impact of tourism, both positive and 
negative, was a feature of much discus-
sion.  The commodification of the city’s 
open spaces was a particular area of con-
cern, and one which the Cockburn Coun-
cil took great interest in, to the extent 
that In January 2020, the Cockburn called 
a public summit on the theme “City for 
Sale?” which was attended by over 850 
people. 

Our Unique City 

In anticipation of CityPlan2030, the new 
local development plan for Edinburgh,  
the Cockburn launched an initiative 
called Our Unique City in May 2019. This 
involved a series of six discussion papers 
and three “soapbox” events, where we 
explored the range of development chal-
lenges that the city faces in the coming 
decade. The papers were published on 

our website and received much media 
interest, and are now being updated and 
republished. 

Doors Open Day 

Another very successful Doors Open 
weekend was organised. It again covered 
East Lothian as well as Edinburgh. We 
were grateful for the sponsors and ad-
vertisers who supported the event, in-
cluding Aberdeen Standard who also 
produced the event brochure.  

Staffing and administrative changes 

Joe Taylor, who had served as our Ad-
ministrator and Doors Open Days Coordi-
nator, moved on to a post with Sustrans 
in June 2019. We are grateful to him for 
the service he gave to the Cockburn over 
the past 5 years. Lucy Gray was recruited 
on a temporary basis to fill the gap and 
did an excellent job in delivering Doors 
Open Day 2019. 

The Council of Trustees held two “away-
day” style meetings during the 2018-19 
year. The first was in Granton in the win-
ter, where the Association’s strategy was 
reviewed and refreshed. Then in August, 
an evening session succeeded in creating 
a fundraising strategy. The Trustees de-
cided to restructure the staffing of the 
Association, in particular to create a full-
time post with a brief for outreach and 
fundraising.  

We have also changed our Committee 
structure.  We brought together the Stra-
tegic Planning & Environment Committee 
and the Cockburn Urban Design Group to 
create a Policy and Development Com-
mittee. This committee will be our princi-
pal Advisory and Advocacy vehicle.  Its 
purpose is to develop policy in relation 
to planning, urban design and conserva-
tion, and respond to development pro-
posals and consultations in a manner 
consistent with the aims of the Associa-
tion.  We also added Events to the remit 
of the Management and Finance Com-
mittee.  
 
Membership 
In the summer of 2019 we carried out a 
major update of our membership lists. As 
expected, this resulted in reduction in 
numbers for a variety of reasons.  How-
ever, in the subsequent months we have 
seen a significant rise in membership, 
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thus reversing what had been a long-
term trend. We are endeavouring to 
maximise retention of all our members 
and to welcome new members. As a 
charity we are restricted in benefits we 
can provide back to members, and so 
membership remains primarily a state-
ment of support for our aims and values. 
We have continued to benefit also from 
generous donations and legacies for 
which we are most grateful. Our commit-
ment is that we will manage our re-
sources prudently in seeking to sustain 
the highest possible level of activity in 
support of our efforts to “protect and 
enhance the beauty of Edinburgh”. 
 
Postscript note - Coronavirus  
I am writing this report in late March 
2020 as the country braces itself for the 
widespread impact of the Coronavirus. 
We have taken the decision that staff 
should work from home, and that the 
office should be closed except for occa-
sional visits to check mail etc. We are 
working to ensure that we prioritise 
health and safety while maintaining the 
momentum of the Association.   
 

Policy and Development  
Cases and Comments 
Andrew MacLeod (Vice-Chair) 

 

During the year, the Cockburn consid-
ered a wide range of architectural, land-
scape and policy proposals.  Some were 
city wide, such as the proposed Low 
Emission Zone proposals and Short-term 
Let consultation, others were specific 
planning proposals.   

Architecture and Place Proposals 

The Waverley Valley was a key area of 
interest, where we were engaged with 
the Ross Development Trust as they de-
veloped their proposals to replace the 
bandstand and alter the gardens.  The 
felling of trees to make way for access 
improvement as part of the National 
Galleries of Scotland proposals were 
highly controversial, as has an expanded 
Christmas Market.  At Waverley Station, 
a new masterplan is being developed to 
consider how future growth anticipated 
at the station might be accommodated. 
Engagement is at an early stage, but we 
have questioned some of the growth 
assumptions and the ability of the wider 
environment to cope with a more than 
doubling of traffic.  We have asked for a 

comprehensive heritage appraisal to 
guide discussions and stressed the im-
portance of the low-lying nature of the 
structure in preserving essential views 
under North Bridge out the sea.  

In Jeffery Street, we considered pro-
posals for the vacant land behind the 
Jurys Inn hotel, for a 101-room exten-
sion, a new 131-room hotel and, sepa-
rately, 31 new residential units all on the 
1.2-acre site. Overall, we supported the 
concept, noting the existing consents on 
the site and the potential for the crea-
tion of new public space.  However, the 
architecture was bland and needed con-
siderable finessing. 

At the east end of Princes Street, we 
considered a scheme for the former Fra-
sers department store (Binn’s for those 
with greater history in the city) to con-
vert it into the “Johnnie Walker Experi-
ence”, a visitor attraction promoting the 
brand, whisky and Scotland in general. 
We were encouraged by the sensitive 
approach of the architects to accommo-
date the development, including a pro-
posed roof extension.  The consolidation 
of architectural details such as cornices, 
panelling and the retention of floor retail 
space were welcomed. We also noted 
that Binn’s corner is an important social 
space in the city, known by generations 
as a meeting place.  We advocated that 
the opportunity to improve the area to 
provide a better civic space be taken.    

At 179A Canongate, we considered a 
revised scheme for student accommoda-
tion on this site of former industrial 
buildings and unique and distinct charac-
ter. We commented that the develop-
ment, as proposed, is simply too high for 
the site and would negatively impact on 
this sensitive location and Old Town city-
scape. The proposed development would 
also affect the character of the Canon-
gate Kirk and other listed buildings.   

The Ministry of Defence (MOD) has stat-
ed that Redford Barracks is to close by 
2022 and be disposed.  The Cockburn has 
expressed its view that all listed struc-
tures should be retained and reused as 
appropriate.  A heritage statement 
should be prepared to form the basis of 
discussions on the future of this site. All 
existing greenspace should be retained 
and expanded to enhance the woodland 
as a recreation resource, carbon sink and 
as an adaptation to a warming local cli-
mate. 

At Stead’s Place on Leith Walk, the Cock-
burn objected to the proposed mixed- 
use scheme combining 471-bed student 
accommodation, Hotel (56 beds), hous-
ing and associated retail/commercial 
units.  The project involved the demoli-
tion of a unique two-storey 1930s rail-
way building which we felt offered con-
siderable character to the Conservation 
Area. We supported a well-organised 
local campaign, bringing our knowledge 
of heritage management to help resist 
the ill-informed scheme, which was 
eventually refused by the Council and 
dismissed at appeal.   Development pres-
sure continues with further outline pro-
posals for demolition and development. 

At Haymarket, controversial proposals 
have again been brought to our atten-
tion.  We objected to a planning applica-
tion by Foster & Partners architects.  The 
proposals had some features of interest, 
particularly the creation of a new area of 
public space.  However, we found the 
architecture to be banal and mundane, 
and of poor design quality for this high-
profile location.  

Finally, at the north end of the New 
Town at Fettes Row and Dundas Street, 
we have started dialogue with a new 
development team following the Royal 
Bank of Scotland’s sale of the site.   

Urban Design and infrastructure pro-
jects  

The Cockburn has been involved in the 
Meadows to George Street Cycleway 
project.  The aim is to enhance the expe-
rience of those travelling on foot or by 
bike on streets connecting the two desti-
nations, improving the public realm and 
increasing accessibility.   Overall, we wel-
comed the general principles of this pro-
ject, supporting the closure of Forrest 
Road but strongly advocating an ap-
proach that creates a new civic area first 
and foremost rather than an engineered  
piece of cycling infrastructure.  We artic-
ulated reservations about the twin line 
cycleway proposed, and suggested a 
single lane running with traffic as a more 
intuitive and workable solution.  We also 
had strong reservations about the clo-
sure of Bank Street to general traffic at 
this stage. 

The City Centre Transformation Strategy 
has been developed by the City Council 
with many significant proposals including 
road closures and the repurposing of 
streets to form more attractive pedestri-
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an/cycle environments.  The Cockburn 
has been considering these carefully, 
supporting the broad thrust whilst articu-
lating concerns with ideas such as pre-
venting cross-city centre bus travel.  A 
related project at George Street has 
been suggested, with many laudable 
objectives.  However, we have objected 
to the ill-considered idea of placing trees 
in this centrepiece of James Craig’s neo-
classical design.   

The proposal to designate all of Edin-
burgh as a Low Emission Zone aimed at 
improving air quality to WHO standards 
would result in a banning of vehicles of 
certain emission standards.  A period of 
grace of 4 years for residents to conform 
was proposed, and welcomed, with 
HGVs and buses required to meet new 
standards in 2020.    

The Association was active on social me-
dia in August 2019 when screening was 
erected along the northern perimeter of 
West Princes Street Gardens along Princ-
es Street for the Summer Sessions con-
certs.  The use of the gardens for com-
mercial ticketed events meant that ac-
cess, including visual, had to be curtailed.  
Quickly named “hoarding-gate”, it illus-
trated the impact of commodification of 
Edinburgh’s public spaces.  In addition, 
we strongly criticised the implementa-
tion of a Council initiative called Summer 
Streets which created unacceptable visu-
al clutter in much of the Old Town. Barri-
ers, junction closures, etc were put in 
place to address the serious overcrowd-
ing during the Festival.   

Policy Consultations 

The Cockburn commented on the pro-
posed Transient Visitor Levy/ Tourist 
Tax.  We supported this, noting its wide-
spread presence in cities around the 
world.  We recommended that revenue 
be ringfenced to support the mainte-
nance of historic architecture and town-
scape - the main reason why visitors 
come to Edinburgh and should not be 
used for general revenue purposes.  An 
Annual Report should be prepared so the 
residents and visitors alike can see how 
the money has been deployed. 

We were delighted to respond to a 
Scottish Government consultation on 
creating a new regulatory framework for 
Short-Term Lets.  Full details of our re-
sponse can still be found on our website 
but in summary, we strongly supported 
the case for full regulation.  We articulat-
ed the urgent need to address the un-

lawful use of properties across the city, 
but especially in the city centre where 1 
in 6 dwellings are now a holiday let, 
which was having a major impact on 
communities.   

The Cockburn responded to a Council 
consultation on City Centre Shopping 
and Leisure Policy, which proposed a 
relaxation of Changes of Use on Princes 
Street and adjacent retail streets in order 
to address the changing nature of retail 
provision.  We broadly welcomed the 
policy changes, which will increase the 
number of non-shop uses from the cur-
rent restrictive position.  Although Princ-
es Street is likely to remain economically 
vibrant, we agreed that the traditional 
retail offering has to change to meet 
changing consumer demands and expec-
tations. However, we suggested that 
allowing one-third of Princes Street and 
50% of side streets to be non-retail was 
too much, and a lower percentage would 
be better.   

 
Treasurer’s Report 
Robin Mair 

 
The Statement of Financial Activities and 
Balance Sheet for the year ending 30 
September 2019 are set out in this Re-
port. They have been inspected by our 
accountants Chiene and Tait LLP and 
have been approved by the Cockburn 
Council on 23 April 2020. Detailed finan-
cial statements are available on request 
from the Association. 
 
I am pleased to report a reasonably 
strong position for the Cockburn. While 
the organisation continues to run at an 
operating deficit, a very generous legacy 
of £34,499.00 from the estate of Miss 
Margaret Fraser Woodburn, for which 
we are extremely grateful, resulted in 
the total deficit being contained to 
£1,464.00 down from £3,007.00 last 
year.  
 
We also benefited from a new Doors 
Open Day sponsorship agreement with 
Aberdeen Standard which resulted both 
in a higher income and reduced costs. 
We are grateful for their support. Unfor-
tunately we have been advised that they 
are unable to continue this arrangement 
into 2020.     
 
The Association is aware of the need to 
reduce our reliance on the performance 
of our investments. We also recognise 

that an increase in income is required to 
sustain the investment we have made in 
our organisation. To this end we are in 
the process of recruiting a new member 
of staff part of whose responsibilities will 
be to improve our fundraising. At the 
time of writing, this has now been filled. 
 
Last year we announced an increase in 
our membership fees. I am pleased to 
report that the reduction in the number 
of members which we feared might re-
sult from these changes has not materi-
alised. In fact we are seeing an increase 
in membership for the first time in a 
number of years. We are extremely 
grateful for all the support we receive 
from our members. 
 
Our new accounting system has been of 
substantial help in controlling our costs, 
analysing our income and keeping track 
of our cash flow and we will continue to 
develop its use.   
 
Funds carried forward at year end were 
£663,640.00 putting us in a reasonable 
position to meet the challenges facing 
the Association and the City. 
 
Future issues 
While it is difficult at this stage to accu-
rately predict the full financial impact of 
the Covid emergency, we have made 
some assumptions and decisions which 
hopefully provide a worse-case scenario.  
 
As a result, we have estimated that the 
deficit for the new financial year will be 
in the region of £50 to £60,000.00 plus 
any reduction in the value of our invest-
ment portfolio at year end.  
 
Regardless of the actual outcome we will 
be required to realise a sum from our 
portfolio in addition to the income pro-
vided by dividends.  I am pleased to re-
port that the existing level of cash held in 
the portfolio will avoid the sale of any 
holdings. 
 
These accounts have been prepared in 
accordance with the methods and princi-
ples in the Charities Statement of Rec-
ommended Practice 2015 (FRS102). 
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The images included in this gallery illustrate some of the pressures on city streets and spaces from events such as the Christmas Market and City’s Festivals 

Tourism is an important industry for the city but it’s untrammelled expansion has brought many negative aspects and ill-judged interventions.  We must treat our spaces better. 
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Front photo: East Princes Street Gardens during construction of new access path showing scale of disruption of land engineering works 
Back photo: View to the City from Pentland Hills   

All photos © Terry Levinthal/Cockburn Association 
 


